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New Residents—New City. The Role
of Urban Activists in the Transformation
of Inner City Melbourne
RENATE HOWE
Deakin University, Melbourne, Australia
ABSTRACT This study of inner suburban residents’ associations in Melbourne in the 1960s and
1970s examines the role of social activism in shaping Australia’s urban dynamics. It argues that the
focus on gentrification as an all-embracing explanatory concept in urban studies in Australia and
elsewhere has detracted attention from the importance of structural change especially the
de-industrialisation of the inner suburbs and the influence of urban activists and residents’
associations in this period. The article concludes that insufficient analysis of social and economic
change and the limited recognition of the importance of diverse communities continue to limit
inclusive policy responses to urban reconstruction in Australia.
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Urban sociologist Manuel Castells writes of the period of urban turmoil in the 1960s that
“the most effective urban protest movements emerging from urban activism took place
in cities caught in the upside of economic and social restructuring” (1983, p. 58).
The observation is especially pertinent to Melbourne where the relationship between the
community-based inner city residents’ associations and the decline of the city as
Australia’s manufacturing and financial centre is fundamental to understanding both urban
change in the 1960s and 1970s and the apparent economic and social success of the inner
city region in the contemporary post-industrial, globalising era. Melbourne’s urban protest
movement was different from Sydney’s where the Green Bans imposed by the NSW
Builders Labourers’ Federation (BLF) overshadowed the resistance of residents’ groups.
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The role of the BLF attracted international attention and reflected the different dynamics
of economic restructuring in Sydney especially the transformation of the central city to a
high-rise global financial centre (Burgmann & Burgmann, 1998).
The decline of Melbourne’s industrial base followed the reduction of protective tariffs
in the early 1970s and speedily impacted on the inner city region through the loss of jobs
and population. In 1977, the city’s planning authority the Melbourne Metropolitan Board
of Works (MMBW) predicted that Melbourne was heading for the fate of many North
American and European cities “emptied of people and activities after business hours,
becoming a sort of twilight zone, while the suburbs prospered”.
Melbourne’s trend towards a ‘doughnut’ type of development is revealing the first
signs of the serious problems experienced in other cities of the world. The marked
decline in population levels in Melbourne’s inner and intermediate suburbs in recent
times, the overall drop in job opportunity for the workforce in inner areas, the
outward migration of people—often the most skilled—and the relative decline of
inner areas, give rise to the need for action to prevent our city from developing a
blighted central area. (Croxford, 1977, p. 3)
Yet 20 years later a report for the Victorian government From Doughnut City to Cafe´
Society (Department of Infrastructure, 1998) found that although the proportion of those
employed in the manufacturing industry in the inner city had declined the area was
booming with a new style of immigrant people from the suburbs and new businesses and
entertainment facilities. A new urban culture is emerging, sometimes referred to as a
‘cafe´ society’. This transformation of the inner city region was confirmed by a study of
housing and labour markets in 2002 which found that “the Inner Core accounts for 32% of
all Melbourne’s jobs. It is the largest single labour market in the metropolitan region”
(AHURI, 2002, p. 3). The economic drivers of Melbourne were no longer the
factories of industrial suburbs such as Collingwood and South Melbourne but the
hospitals, universities, offices, restaurants and entertainment venues in the city and
inner suburbs.
This change was in stark contrast with the experience in many manufacturing areas of
Midwest and east coast cities in the USA. In 1998, the same year that From Doughnut City
to Cafe´ Society was published, Harvard University academic Michael E. Porter warned
that “the economic stress of America’s inner cities may be the most pressing issue facing
the nation” pointing to “rust belt cities with large tracts virtually abandoned and vast black
and Hispanic ghettoes” (1998, p. 134). The contrast with Melbourne was significant even
taking account of the city’s different scale and racial composition.
Having confronted this difference while undertaking research at Rutgers University in
New Jersey during 1997, on my return to Australia I initiated a joint Monash/Deakin
University research project on the influence of Melbourne’s urban activists on the
rejuvenation of the inner city in the contemporary period. The Urban Activists’ Project, as
it became known (UAP, 2003–2004), focused on Melbourne’s larger and more influential
residents’ associations—Carlton, Fitzroy, North Melbourne and Emerald Hill (South
Melbourne)—and sought to document and explain the activities and influence of these
groups, most of which had their genesis in the late 1960s and early 1970s in opposition to
proposals for redevelopment of the central and inner city, especially the large-scale


































freeway proposals of the Country Roads Board (Howe, 2005). Largely based on oral
history interviews and the reminiscences of key members of resident action groups and
neighbourhood associations, this project has resulted in the creation of an important
archive that documents key events and players in the history of inner Melbourne from the
1960s to today.
This article draws on research from this project and from reminiscences of my own
experiences as an urban activist in Melbourne in the 1970s, especially in the Fitzroy
Residents’ Association and the Fitzroy-based Centre for Urban Research and Action
(CURA) to do a number of things. Firstly, it seeks to explore the relationship between
economic de-industrialisation (seen as an impact of globalisation) and the social/residen-
tial revolution (seen as an impact of gentrification) in inner city Melbourne from the
1960s to the present. In doing so the article argues that a focus on gentrification
has detracted attention from the importance of structural change, and especially of
de-industrialisation, in explaining recent change in the inner city. The focus on
gentrification has also meant that the influence of urban activists and resident associations
has been underestimated. The article seeks to explore the nature and extent of that
influence in Melbourne and in doing so attempts to move the focus of urban analysis
away from overarching concepts such as globalisation and gentrification towards an
emphasis on identifying and exploring the significant historical, social and economic
structures that have determined the response of specific cities to rapid urban change in
recent decades.
Urban Activism in Melbourne
In the 1960s and 1970s Melbourne’s small-scale inner city communities with their
Victorian terrace houses and workers’ cottages attracted new residents with professional
backgrounds including architects, engineers, lawyers and academics. The inner suburbs
were characterised by low-income residents living in boarding houses, cheap rental
accommodation or public housing and post-war migrants employed in textile, footwear,
furnishing and food processing factories. Interviews for the UAP Oral History Project
identified as reasons for moving to the inner city the attraction of diversity and community
life as an alternative to suburbia or country towns. The concern to identify with and
provide a voice for the disadvantaged in inner city communities was also given as a reason
for relocation (Logan, 1985).
After the formation of the Carlton Association in 1969, residents’ associations were
established in most inner suburbs in the following three years and involved in protecting
the built form and heritage of the inner city and a wide range of reform issues (Howe &
Nichols, 2004). As Lorna Hannan of the North Melbourne Association observed, there was
“something particular in the 70’s . . . that gave us the energy to push forward on a lot of
fronts for the next couple of decades, a sort of confidence that people had then that they
could do things”. Without the activists of this period Melbourne “would be a doughnut
with an empty hole in the middle” (UAP, 2003–2004). Residents’ associations formed
liaisons with other community-based organisations, ethnic networks and women’s groups
to develop innovative social policy at all levels of government (Howe, 2005). A walk in
Fitzroy in 1999 found a ‘social laboratory’ with “a unique history as a place where many
campaigns, innovations and reforms for social justice arose for the first time in Australia”
(Stagoll, 1999). These included research projects at CURA, the Brotherhood of

































St Laurence’s model of family day care, the Fitzroy Social Planning Office, community
health centre and legal aid centre. Many of those involved in these organisations were later
influential in the development of urban and social policy in governments and universities.
Residents’ associations also influenced the planning of Melbourne. Planning
responsibilities were divided between the statutory authorities of the Victorian
government, the Melbourne City Council (which covered the CBD, Carlton and North
Melbourne) and numerous small municipalities in the metropolitan area. Local
government employed few qualified planners and did not have the resources to
adequately respond to rapid demographic and economic changes. Coordinating
metropolitan planning was the responsibility of the MMBW representing most but not
all metropolitan councils and which had a sizeable planning department. These authorities
were slow in responding to changes in the inner urban region. Responding to this hiatus,
the residents’ associations pioneered a new participatory, community planning,
developing ‘alternative’ plans focused on neighbourhood amenity, residential develop-
ment and sustainability (Howe & Nichols, 2004). Reform candidates supported by
residents’ associations were elected to inner suburban councils bringing expertise and an
assertive political voice to moribund municipalities. The residents’ associations were
identified as a new political influence involving wider groups in government (Jakubowicz,
1972). New organisations concerned with community empowerment, extensive networks
and numerous studies undertaken by the residents had ramifications for state and federal
government in terms of both participation and social policy.
Gentrification?
However, the image of Melbourne’s inner city residents’ associations has not been one of a
rejuvenating and effective political force but one of gentrifiers representing middle-class
interests. Gentrification was a term initially used by sociologist Ruth Glass to describe the
displacement of working-class residents in East London by young middle-class
professionals. Chris Hamnett describes the central concept of gentrification—invasion
by the middle class, displacing those dependent on the cheap housing of the inner city—as
reminiscent of the Darwinian views of urban change developed by the Chicago School of
Sociology (2003). From these roots, gentrification has become a global term used to
describe the transformation of urban neighbourhoods in major cities. This ubiquitous use
of gentrification has focused analysis on individual decision-making as the instigator of
urban change and diverted attention from the importance of economic and structural
issues. In a comprehensive study of the impact of social and economic change on London,
Peter Hall concludes that the use of gentrification as an all-encompassing causal
explanation diverted attention from the economic changes in London during the last
quarter of the 20th century, especially the demise of the city’s “Victorian Manufacturing
Belt” (Buck et al., 2002, p. 377).
Gentrification was not widely used to describe urban change in Melbourne until the late
1970s. The term was often criticised in interviews for the UAP as the implication of
noblesse oblige was deemed more appropriate for London than Melbourne. Use of the
term became widespread after the publication of W. S. Logan’s The Gentrification of Inner
Melbourne (1985). Despite the title of the book, Logan himself was doubtful that
Melbourne’s inner city changes could properly be described as gentrification given that


































implications of the process have been largely ignored” (1985, p. 12). Displacement,
defined as the forced move of low-income inner city residents to less favourable
locations, has also been a problematic term in describing urban change in Melbourne.
The main cause of displacement from inner city Melbourne in the 1970s was not
gentrification but the large-scale redevelopment projects of the HCV. Few of the former
residents of inner city areas whose houses were demolished were resettled in the new
20-story tower blocks that ringed the city as a study of the HCV Atherton Gardens Estate
in Fitzroy has shown (Marie, 2008).
A further problem with displacement is that the term does not always account for the
‘pull factors’, those who migrate by choice rather than by force or economic necessity.
In Melbourne ‘pull factors’ were important in the rapid relocation of migrant workers and
their families during the 1970s and 1980s. Employment opportunities were significant in
this move as large numbers of migrant workers followed relocating industries to the outer
northern and southern suburbs. There was also the association of suburban life with social
mobility. Many of the Greek, Italian and Yugoslav families in inner city Melbourne were
homeowners. Having bought in the inner city in the early post-war period when prices
were low, they could now make a substantial capital gain in the booming housing market.
The Displaced (CURA, 1977) addressed the difficult task of measuring displacement in
this period. There have been few attempts to estimate the scale of displacement of those on
low incomes in Australian cities although it has been a continuing and significant issue in
urban redevelopment (Atkinson & Wulff, 2009). This lack of research in part reflects the
limitations of available records and the difficulties of developing a reliable methodology.
I recall when working on the CURA study of displacement in Fitzroy and South
Melbourne that tracking households who had moved required the painstaking matching of
census statistics, local council rate books, real estate agency records and the results of
house to house surveys. The study concluded that renters in the private housing market
comprised the largest proportion of those who had been displaced. The reasons given for
moving were the demolition of houses by the HCV and inability to afford the rising rents
and house prices in the inner city. It was difficult to measure the extent to which pressure
was placed on renters to move. However, Logan’s study found landlords were not as active
in forcing displacement in Melbourne as in London (1985, pp. 125–127) while the CURA
study found little evidence of pressure from estate agents. The CURA study was followed
by the formation of tenants’ unions in the public and private sector to provide a voice for
those most impacted by urban redevelopment.
The concept of gentrification also implies motivations of self-interest and financial gain
through investment in low-cost housing. Logan (1985, pp. 74–140) found that although
new residents were attracted by the low housing prices, few had bought for investment
purposes or had chosen to locate in the inner city expecting to benefit from higher house
prices and that there was little evidence of large-scale speculative investment. In his view,
displacement was a housing market issue and the active involvement of ‘the gentry’ in
that market had been grossly overestimated. This is a difficult issue to assess as both
altruism and self-interest can drive human behaviour. Although the new inner city
residents were generally professionals and middle class the UAP study found significant
differences in education, income and social background. These differences were reflected
in the distinctive demographics and activities of the residents’ associations. The Carlton
Association had a preponderance of academics due to its proximity to the University
of Melbourne and the Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology but in Fitzroy,

































a suburb synonymous with Melbourne’s red light district and skid row where prices
were cheaper, the Fitzroy Residents’ Association had a more diverse membership
(Howe & Nichols, 2004).
Overall it would seem that if gentrification and displacement are to be useful
explanatory terms for urban change they need redefinition beyond middle-class invasion
and low-income displacement and must be linked with the complex processes of urban
change including housing, property, economic and demographic change.
Structural Change and Residents’ Associations
A central question explored by the UAP was the extent to which the new residents
identified the importance of structural economic change in the inner suburbs and
influenced that change. The study found that residents’ associations were initially focused
on protecting inner suburban neighbourhoods from redevelopment and did not anticipate
the impact of the rapid decline of the manufacturing industry that followed the reduction of
protective tariffs by the Whitlam government. Indeed, before the reduction of tariffs, the
availability of a local migrant workforce had enabled inner city manufacturing industries
to expand during the early post-war period. A major CURA research study, But I Wouldn’t
Want My Wife to Work Here (1975) found that migrant women provided a low paid and
exploited workforce enabling the expansion of inner city textile, clothing, footwear and
food factories.
The initial responses of residents living in proximity to factories embedded in the urban
fabric of the inner suburbs were in relation to smells, traffic problems and noise. More
complex issues soon emerged. Preventing the building of a factory on public land in North
Carlton was a well-publicised battle which involved the first union black ban by the
Victorian branch of the BLF (Logan, 1985, pp. 193–197). The union’s participation
focused on the need to protect open space in a working-class area—the need for
manufacturing jobs in inner city areas was not then an issue. A bitter and protracted
struggle in Brookes Crescent, North Fitzroy halted the HCV ‘slum’ clearance and
high-rise rebuilding program. An important factor was the support from both the
management of a large shoe factory which was to be demolished as part of the proposed
redevelopment and local workers threatened with eviction by the HCV (CURA, 1976).
Despite this victory, the factory soon ceased production due to tariff reductions, the
confined site, out of date machinery and the loss of a local workforce due to redevelopment
of the surrounding residential area.
The community-based planners of the Carlton and North Melbourne residents’
associations saw the loss of industry as having the potential to provide opportunities for the
development of more environmentally friendly industry and participatory management.
Publications such as Seeds for Change (Crow et al., 1978) and Make Melbourne
Marvellous! (1985) welcomed the demise of the outdated manufacturing industry that
exploited workers because “now industry can be re-structured on an anti patriarchal and
ecology-respecting basis” in a restructured inner city focused on neighbourhoods and
communities.
However, there was a growing awareness of the long-term impact of the loss of
manufacturing employment. The CURA report on migrant working women was in part a
response to the 1975 Jackson Committee Report which had documented the problems


































unions and employers who were also concerned at the demise of inner city factories and
jobs. Increasingly, residents’ associations sought a more coordinated approach to
social and economic planning through the Committee for Urban Action formed in 1975.
Inner suburban councils established a secretariat to consider ways of attracting and
protecting employment opportunities in the region as the implications of the relocation of
industry to the suburbs and the shift to a service economy in the inner city were recognised.
London models were influential especially the experiments of the Greater London Council
(GLC) and the UK government inner city policy of 1979, which gave priority to
regenerating local economies (Sharman, 1979). These policies did not survive the public
spending cuts of the Thatcher government and the disbanding of the GLC. Some refugees
from Thatcher’s Britain who came to Melbourne emphasised the importance of a strategic
approach to inner city development. For example, Andrew Friend brought his experience
of the GLC Enterprise Board to the Melbourne City Council and Colin Fudge, whose book
Local Socialism? (Fudge & Body, 1984) advocated comprehensive social and
economic planning at the local government level, was appointed to a senior position in
Victorian planning. Political change at the State level was influential with the eventual
curbing of the power of state infrastructure authorities and the introduction of heritage
legislation by the Hamer government. The Cain ALP government elected in 1982 and
including former urban activists among its ministers, introduced support for
employment initiatives from state government investment in housing and employment
strategies and a focus on modernising state and local government planning systems.
The AHURI study of 2002 identified the fundamental importance of government
investment, public/private partnerships and stronger state and local government
planning controls on the transformation of Melbourne’s inner city. These changes had
the effect of reducing the influence of the residents’ associations. After initiating
change in the early period of urban redevelopment, their membership and activism
declined in the 1980s as a more sophisticated political and administrative culture emerged
in the city.
Arguably, the most important influence of the urban activists was in fostering the
emerging service sector economy of the inner city (AHURI, 2002). The residents’
associations valued not only the 19th-century built environment but also the community
tradition of Melbourne’s inner city working-class culture based on extended families,
neighbourhood hotels and Australian Rules football teams. Yet their long-term impact
was to transform the image of the inner suburbs from the industrial slums, migrant
enclaves and no-go zones of the early 1960s to a more attractive image of cosmopolitan
diversity. ‘Cafe´ society’ was not only a playful image but also an indication of the
fundamental social and employment changes in the inner city. The declining economy of
inner Melbourne in the 1970s benefited from the expertise and interests of the new
residents and from their investment in housing and community infrastructure. Arts and
entertainment, newspapers and magazines thrived in the diverse environment of the inner
city—the creative city identified by Richard Florida (2005). This creative city was a
diverse city and encompassed the concept of multicultural Melbourne which grew
from the involvement of ethnic leaders in inner city campaigns and developed at
conferences sponsored by CURA and the Richmond-based Ecumenical Migration Centre
(Langfield, 1996).
That inner city Melbourne, so reliant on manufacturing industry, had avoided the rust
belt route owed much to the contribution of the urban activists to the creation of

































a regenerated inner city. Structural economic change was fundamental as Peter Hall
argues, but the new residents were not without influence in shaping the direction of that
transformation.
Policy Implications
This analysis has identified the limitations of the concept of gentrification for interpreting
urban change in the 1960s and 1970s, especially the failure to encompass structural
economic and demographic change and the importance of community networks and
activism. It is important to recall these limitations as gentrification is now seen as a
cyclical movement dominating the global surge of urban redevelopment at the turn of the
century. In Melbourne gentrification has intensified in the inner city and spread to
working-class suburbs to the north and west. No longer associated with the renovation of
older housing the term has expanded “to include new residential developments and retail
precinct transformations, and tends now to refer to an all-encompassing middle-class
restructuring of the inner city” (Shaw, 2005, p. 75) while investment has moved from
individual owner-occupiers to banks, superannuation funds and global capital. A recent
AHURI paper has identified this new corporate gentrification as the key to the
increasing social divisions in Australian cities and identifies the displacement of
low-income households as a major challenge for public policy (Atkinson & Wulff, 2009).
The authors note that government strategies to address the shortage of affordable housing
have not identified displacement as an issue and recommend the need for research to
identify areas of ‘intense’ gentrification and related household displacement as an
important response to the need for affordable housing and the increasing inequality in
Australian cities.
The study of urban activism in Melbourne in the 1960s and 1970s highlights the extent
to which the importance of communities, social networks and the values of diversity have
been marginalised in contemporary urban redevelopment projects. There is little evidence
that the transformation of Melbourne’s inner and middle ring suburbs has been related to
regional employment and economic restructuring strategies or that measures to ensure
equity and diversity have been prioritised by governments although major public funding
of infrastructure and state and local planning controls largely determine the shape of urban
redevelopment.
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